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Abstract 
This project aims to explore Tryvertising on social media, through a hermeneutical 
analysis of consumer empowerment. To map the concepts, Bauman‟s perspective on 
„consumers‟ and Carpentier‟s overview of participation are used. The marketing platform is 
discussed through the theoretical lenses from Wright and Mangold & Faulds. Tryvertising 
analysis is accomplished through the interweaving of Fuchs‟ Marxist perspective on 
consumers contrasting with Jenkins‟ more positive view of consumer culture. The project 
concludes that online tryvertising is mostly a form of „controlled‟ consumer empowerment, 
although the actual level of power varies depending on the type of tryvertising, the platform 
used, the user‟s knowledge and others. As such, the empowerment can be seen as shifting 
between varying degrees of „controlled‟ to „un-regulated‟ power dialectics between users-
platform-marketers. 
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Introduction 
Since the rise of the advertising industry along with the industrialization in America in the 
1930‘s, advertising has become more of an ingrained part of the western life experience. 
Everywhere one looks, advertising is addressed in one form or another at potential consumers. 
The obvious product advertisements on billboards along highways, train stations etc. have 
become an inseparable part of the public space, but in the private sphere advertisement has an 
equally permeating ability. Due to the ubiquity of personal computing, the day-to-day 
experience is littered with brand names, logos and advertisements for a plethora of products; 
from the very moment of waking television commercials, magazine ads, flyers, billboards, 
banners and social media ads are targeted at consumers with the intention to get individuals to 
buy. 
Concomitantly, the rise of the Social Media phenomenon has rapidly shifted marketing 
advertising activity further into the space of web 2.0 virtual reality. Just 10 years ago, in 2005, 
the term Social Media was less established to describe the (proclaimed social) phenomenon of 
social networking sites such as Myspace and Facebook (Fuchs, 2015). It might be expressed 
as a technological extension or enhancement of the human nature - the inherent sociability of 
humans expressed in one of the fastest developing technologies in recent times: information 
and communication technology. 
This research devotes its pages to the unavoidable, in a sense logical, merge of the two 
concepts advertising and social media. Thus, the form of advertising known in marketing 
jargon as „Tryvertising‟ is the focal point of this project. In the discourse of Tryvertising lies a 
promise to the consumer that he or she will gain an exclusive role as co-creator of a certain 
product, thus being empowered. Moreover, the specific tryvertising agencies encourage the 
involvement of participants‟ social media identities when sharing a story about a specific 
product or service they are using, thereby interlinking with the popularity and permeability of 
social media (networks). 
Two keywords in this connection, and central for this research, are participation and 
empowerment. Both relate to the role of the consumer in the contemporary landscape of 
consumption and production. As mentioned above, the promise of the corporate system is one 
of influence and empowerment of the consumer, and the promise of this might well be the 
motivation behind user‟s choice to participate in Tryvertising programs. If this assumption is 
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correct, an important job lies in describing the area from a perspective outside that of the 
marketing world. Christian Fuchs and his Marxist approach to social media and internet 
culture will provide such a removed theoretical framework, after the scene has been 
accounted for. To this Nico Carpentier‟s work on ‗Media and Participation‘ (2011) will be 
added for an overview of the conceptual landscape of the terms mentioned above. 
In other words, this project seeks to critically asses the notion of consumer empowerment 
in Tryvertising on social media, through theoretical communication lenses. The aim is to go 
into an in-depth theoretical analysis of Tryvertising as a concept and with a specific focus on 
the social media as a potential empowerment factor. Is Tryvertising actually the consumer 
empowering concept it is presented as or is it an intelligent play on technological trends and 
product placement? Can it be considered a tool empowerment as long as customers mostly 
receive only the power to act or choose between modes of consumption, and in a way the 
producers want them to? The focus will thus not solely be on Tryvertising as a new marketing 
tool or buzzword; rather the project tries to provide a broader understanding of whether, and 
in what way, consumers can influence a product (or service) and how the power relations in 
this struggle can be defined in the ever-changing dynamics on social media. 
Consequently, the project tackles the issues of both people‟s participation and its purpose 
in this specific type of marketing. By critically questioning consumer‟s role in different 
tryvertising examples, the project tries to offer a theoretical understanding to the concept of 
participation, empowerment and consumerism in contemporary society. 
Conclusively, on a macro level this project provides an attempt at capturing tryvertising in 
its contemporary position through an exploration of certain relevant theoretical angles that 
help us to understand its implications. Being a new area of research in academia, this project 
attempts to theoretically assess Tryvertising by opening up for further research through a 
fragmented selection of different theoretical angles, which ultimately help paint a picture of 
the hugely acrimonious discussions regarding tryvertising. Thus, the project creates a 
theoretical map, which at some point may seem to be fragmented. However, the main reason 
to see it as fragmentation is the fact different approaches will be used, as well as the 
limitations this map faces. Those limitations occurred consequently due to the existence of a 
large number of theoretical angles that could have been possibly used. The focus will be put 
on a limited number of those; the more approaches are there to be used, the more the opening 
discussion on Tryvertising is to be fruitful. Also, the project will look into tryvertising as it is 
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today. Certain modern-day examples will be provided in order to provide a more vivid and 
understandable conceptualization of Tryvertising. 
 
Problem Area 
Tryvertising is not a new phenomenon per se, but on social media it has a certain 
permeating effect, since it works through (by building on trust-relations between friends) 
other users. Furthermore, and central to this research, it carries a promise of empowerment of 
the participants, where in exchange for exposure to the network of one user, the user or 
participant supposedly „has a say‟ in whether a certain product will be launched, at what time 
and with what colour. 
The research builds on the assumption that such promised influence is an illusion, and it is 
therefore valuable to examine the concept critically. 
Therefore, this project aims to realize an in depth theoretical understanding of consumer 
empowerment within Tryvertising on online social media. Tryvertising is a buzzword that has 
gained popularity in the recent years due to its capacity to become „viral‟ to the wide public 
on online media. The aim is to go into an in-depth theoretical analysis of Tryvertising with a 
specific focus on the social media as a potential empowerment factor. 
To answer the above questions the research of the present project is centred around the 
Research Question: 
How can a theoretically based analysis of the concept of ‘Tryvertising’ aid in 
furthering an understanding of consumer empowerment on social media? 
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Epistemology And Conceptual Elaborations 
 
Method: 
Writing a problem oriented project and conducting research, one has to consider which 
type of process is being employed in terms of theoretical method and thereby potential data. 
This project, however, is that the research pursued, thereby, also the methodology employed 
for examining and exploring answers to the principal problem formulation, is that of a 
theoretical grounded nature. Instead of employing the traditional empirical investigation in 
which data and quantitative evidence helps us answer our principal question, this project 
relies on a strong theoretical foundation in which an exploration of theoretically fragmented, 
yet holistic, approaches gives us a range of perspectives on the contemporary relevance of 
Tryvertising. These different theoretical angles imply different theoretical schools of thought, 
in which marketing theory, sociological critique of the consumer society and Marxist‟ 
inspired theory takes a significant position in our argument. We therefore employ a 
hermeneutic method. A hermeneutic approach gives us the philosophical and critical direction 
to look closer at the central aspects of our project. The task of hermeneutics is to venture unto 
the critical and concrete interpretations of texts, which “encourages reading between the 
lines” (Hope & LaCoure, 2010: 436). Central to this project is the navigational peripherals 
employed throughout the research conducted, a dichotomous understanding of the effects of 
“trvyertising” are used to give direction and thereby shape our own critical understanding, by 
looking at how Tryvertising may have either positivist implications or critical and somewhat 
dystopic implications. Ultimately, the goal is to contribute with a theoretically-grounded 
understanding of Tryvertising as it is perceived in our contemporary times. The examples 
used should not be viewed as case examples, but rather as a means to concisely describe the 
nature of tryvertising today. 
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Methodology and Theoretical Choices: 
As this project is not grounded in a case study, the aim is not to uncover specific viral 
marketing realities behind one type of product or platform. More so, the intention is that 
through a combination of strong theoretical choices different perspectives to the issue of 
consumer empowerment can be made apparent. Our focus is on the users, not on the 
marketing field. 
As specified in Stuart Hall‟s seminal work ‗Encoding and Decoding in the Television 
Discourse‘ (1973/1980) his focus is in the active sense-making audience. Within this project 
the active audience (consumer) doubles in this case as also a (prod)user. While Hall focuses 
his explanation of the active participant explaining the different dialectics between sender-
message-receiver, we have adjusted these terms for the purposes of this present work. As 
such, the focus is on the relationship between producer, product and consumer, and the social 
media is the context in which this is taking place. The differentiation between 
producer/consumer can appear hazy at the beginning because the tryvertiser (participant in 
Tryvertising marketing) at the same time makes publicity but also consumes the product. Web 
2.0 has made this blurring of the lines more common as it facilitates the communication not 
from ‗one to many but from many to many‘ (Carpentier, 2011) and, therefore, also more 
variably in the outcomes. 
This project‟s focus is on each of these different perspectives, but with a special interest on 
product-product-consumer. As such, a considerable importance is put on the theoretical basis 
but, also, the theories themselves. Conceptually, at the beginning of the project, a series of 
terms necessitated epistemological elaborations. First of all, the limits of the marketing 
research understanding of Tryvertising, which is considered more as a buzzword than an 
official term, was realised. Afterwards, „participation‟ is defined through the use of Nico 
Carpentier‟s multidimensional theoretical overview from his book ‗Media and Participation – 
a Site for Ideological Struggle‘ (2011). The „consumer‟ is made sense of through the use of 
theoretical lenses provided by Zygmunt Bauman‟s ‗Consuming Life‘ (2007), which will also 
serve as a theoretical springboard for the more abstract and philosophical notions regarding 
the consumer‟s role. Mangold & Faulds and Hanna et al.‟s work is used to perspectivise the 
online social media platform as a market place, along with Christian Fuchs (2015). 
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The work of Bauman on consumer society and consumerism vs. consumption is further 
used in contrast with Len Tiu Wright‟s marketing understanding of consumer empowerment. 
To this Christian Fuchs‟ Marxist perspective on the use of social media as essentially unpaid 
labouring for the corporation owning the online platform, is contrasted (Fuchs, 2015). 
In the end of the theoretical framework certain examples are brought to the forefront and 
discussed in correlation with the theoretical perspectives. First, the Danish website TESTR 
which offers products to consumers in exchange for their posting pictures using the products. 
The second is called EXPO or ExpoTV is a consumer-oriented video platform. The 
company's main website features video product reviews submitted by community members 
called “Videopinions” as well as 'how-to' video content and market research videos. 
Following the analysis, the discussion section brings in our own theoretical insights. The 
different perspectives on user empowerment participation: marketing (Mangold & Faulds, 
Wright, and Hanna et al.), Marxist (Fuchs), Carpentier‟s theoretical overview of online 
participation and media which reveals many valuable insights and, finally, Bauman‟s view of 
consumer society. Here Henry Jenkins‟ (2008) more positivist view of online empowerment 
(Convergence Culture) is also brought forth as to more level the debating field. It is our intent 
that through the contextualizing of these very different perspectives on the tryvertising, our 
theoretical exploration to the field can be constructed and thereby discussed to provide 
grounds for further research. 
 
Delimitations 
As the focus is not on Tryvertising as a new marketing tool or buzzword, consequently, the 
project does not analyze it mainly through the lenses of marketing, but rather employs more 
focus on the consumer‟s perspective. Keeping in mind that this delimitation can offer 
theoretically one sided approach, that of examining the triple chain consumer-product-
producer, the stress is mostly put on the site of consumer. However, in order to overcome this 
obstacle, different consumer-sided theoretical perspectives were explored. 
Keeping in mind the project is not case study-based, but theoretically-oriented, examples 
of Tryvertising offered in the paper are used only as methods of contextualizing Tryvertising 
in contemporary times. Having no concise case study analysis could delimit the research in 
the terms of finding conclusive evidence based on a specific Tryvertising context. Yet, it must 
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reiterated that the goal of this project is to provide theoretically grounded insight, which 
remains speculative in nature. These delimitations can be taken as a general one when it 
comes to dealing with theoretical findings instead of the more empirical ones. Certain areas of 
research have also ultimately been omitted since they did not fit concisely within the 
theoretical framework, one of these is the area of research named Consumer Culture Theory, 
which can be utilized in potential further research. 
Other delimitations of this report are closely related to the fixed time frame that has been 
reserved for this project. Moreover, the readers should realize that, even though the goal of 
the report is to critically and objectively asses the notion of consumer empowerment in 
Tryvertising on social media, through theoretical communication lenses, biases and noise may 
interfere with the quality of the study. Additionally, the findings could not be generalized to 
other forms of online advertising as it has merely focused on Tryvertising in social media.  
 
Defining ‘Tryvertising’ 
Despite the project‟s focus lies specifically in consumers‟ perspective, a good way of 
understanding Tryvertising is to look into the marketing understanding of it. 
Leskovec et al. (2007) argue that consumers are becoming more and more resistant to 
traditional advertising (TV ads, newspapers or magazines), which has made marketers to seek 
out alternative strategies, one of which is viral marketing (Leskovec et al., 2007). Viral 
marketing is a strategy within which companies use social networks for product promotion. 
The name comes from the way consumers diffuse information about a product, as a virus 
would spread from person to person. The basis of viral marketing is the „word of mouth‟ 
marketing via internet based platforms such as e-mail, Web forums, social networking sites 
(Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, etc) and video sharing sites (Youtube, Vimeo, etc). In viral 
marketing, companies provide the consumers with something for free, for instance an 
amusing song or video and the content encourages consumers to share it with others 
(Marketing-Schools.org, 2012). 
According to Hoback (2008), Trendwatching.com is the company which coined the term 
Tryvertising and the one that supported the idea of taking Tryvertising online, by combining it 
with strategies of viral marketing. Tryvertising is a type of marketing that offers consumers 
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access to free services or product samples before their market release date whereby the 
participants, in return, provide feedback which, in effect, is a quick and inexpensive customer 
opinion research (Pappas, 2009). Harrison (2013) argues that Tryvertising, as an innovative 
way of reaching potential consumers, is more efficient, because it relies on targeted marketing 
approaches, contrary to mass marketing campaigns or viral campaigns with celebrities who 
try or use products and communicate their experiences. According to Harrison (2013) 
Tryvertising is a combination of advertising, product promotion and marketing 
communication, and Hoback (2008) argues that basically, Tryvertising is a product placement 
technique in the real world which integrates products in the daily routine of consumers in 
order to make them take purchasing decisions based on “their real, tried-and-true 
experiences” (Hoback, 2008: 1). The idea behind this is that the experience of using a product 
is stronger than merely seeing someone else using it in the media (Harrison, 2013). 
By taking Tryvertising online, consumers can communicate “their real, tried-and-true 
experiences” (Hoback, 2008: 1) about products and services to thousands of other potential 
consumers (Hoback, 2008). As Leskovec et al. (2007) argue, it is in human nature to be more 
influenced by friends and trust their opinion more than someone anonymous. Therefore, 
people are more interested in what their friends consume and recommend as they are more 
familiar with their needs and tastes. Consequently, consumers with influence in social media 
can also impact the rating of a product or a service. Furthermore, the online platforms are 
becoming more and more attractive for advertising, as they have more targeted marketing 
approaches and can invade the user‟s personal digital space. 
Since the focus of Tryvertising is on the consumer‟s experience, it can be part of Customer 
Experience Management (CEM) and Experiential Marketing (EM). CEM is a managerial 
practice that focuses on ‗the process of strategically managing a customer‘s entire experience 
with a product or company‘ (Kotler et al. in Sumathisri et al., 2012: p502). Sumathisri et al. 
(2012) argue, that the bigger the consumer satisfaction, the more likely it is that the individual 
will share this experience with family and friends, becoming an „advocate for the company‟ 
(Sumathisri et al., 2012: p502). 
Experiential Marketing, focuses on the whole customer experience and it is the method 
through which CEM can be implemented. The main difference from traditional marketing is 
the way marketers see the customers. In traditional marketing, consumers are seen as rational 
beings who weigh the benefits and features. On the other hand, experience marketers see the 
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customer as both rational and emotional beings, interested in the experiencing of the product 
(Schmitt, 1999). 
As seen above, online Tryvertising rests on a number of premises regarding the consumer, 
thus the next step is positioning this concept in the framework of the research. 
 
Conceptual Definition to Consumer: 
As a central area of research, the concept of the consumer, and thereby also consumer 
empowerment, will need to be thoroughly explored and understood. As it lies in our 
theoretical speculation that consumer empowerment will continually change dynamically, 
especially with the exponential use of social media as both a platform for identity, it is 
important to make sense of what a consumer in fact is. By defining what a consumer is, we 
can identify their role in online Tryvertising and thereby their degree of change in 
empowerment. 
The concept of consumers is of an ambiguous nature and therefore not easy to define 
rigidly. Its implications depend highly on the angle in which the concept is viewed. Taking a 
marketing perspective has a much different nature than a socio-critical one. In this field of 
discussion, there exists a multitude of different angles from the ideas of Zygmunt Bauman‟s 
seminal work in “Consuming Life” to the understanding provided by Marketing theorists Liu 
Wright. The most basic definition, as reported by Investorwords, is that a consumer is defined 
as an individual who has the right to choose to buy or not buy a commodity/service for 
personal use (Investorwords, 2015). Similarly, Oxford dictionaries defines consumers as a 
“person who purchases goods and services for personal use‖ (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015), 
which omits the importance of choice with regards to defining. The consumer is often 
considered a private figure, upholding the right of choice in their experience (Chugh, 2014: 
19). In contemporary times, the understanding of a consumer is often related to purchasing 
situations and exchange, so one might ask what is the role of the consumer today? A role is 
often defined by its counterpart, which in this case are the private corporations or companies, 
who embody a different role as the salesman; a consumer strives to maximize the degree of 
satisfaction from his consumption of a service or product, while the private actor seeks to 
maximize its profits (ibid: 19). With this clear-cut definition in mind, this project will also 
explore a much more socio-critical perspective on consumers through the use of Zygmunt 
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Bauman's theories regarding the consumer culture. The following section will define our 
central area of research, namely that of Consumer empowerment. 
 
Conceptual Definition of Consumer Empowerment: 
Consumer empowerment is also a somewhat unclear expression or concept that is both 
employed by socio-critical theorists and marketing experts. It is more often related to 
marketing studies, but it also retains importance in socio-cultural fields, especially regarding 
consumer activism. In its most basic terms, consumer empowerment is a positive subjective 
state evoked by consumer perceptions of increasing control. As a positive state, increasing 
consumer empowerment should be associated with increasing consumer satisfaction. (Hunter, 
Garnefeld 2008:1) Coincidentally, with the emergence of increasingly sophisticated 
information and communication technologies (ICTs), companies are now more frequently 
providing means to which consumers can specify certain product features. They can also 
select a preferred channel of delivery, and to some degree, control their exposure to 
advertising and product information. Moreover, consumers can read reviews regarding 
experiences and choices of other consumers, and even sometimes name their own prices. 
Additionally, consumers are requested to express preferences on areas such as return policies, 
privacy policies, and search procedures. These changes can be regarded as an indicator of 
increasing levels of consumer empowerment (Wathieu & Zoglio, 2002: 1). Thus, in the 
perspective of the marketing industry, the consumer is today not only seen as a customer and 
receiver of products, but an active agent in the decision making of how the product should be. 
In what ways do these consumer-producer relationships present an alteration in balance 
and thereby an increase in consumer empowerment (Wathieu & Zoglio, 2002). As professor 
of marketing Luc Wathieu questions: 
―To what extent do changes in the choice environment systematically lead to 
perceptions on the part of consumers that they have more power than before—and 
are benefiting from it? And under what conditions might greater consumer 
control lead to improved choices or greater consumer satisfaction?‖ (Wathieu & 
Zoglio, 2002: 2) 
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Although anchored in Marketing academia, this aids us in defining what the marketing 
segment regards as consumer empowerment. To provide some alternative perspective, 
Zygmunt Bauman„s seminal work Consuming Life (2007) serves as a springboard to 
understanding some of the more abstract and philosophical notions regarding consumer 
empowerment. In contemporary times, Bauman‟s understanding of „the commodification of 
the self‟ can clearly provide some insight and analytical prisms to understanding Tryvertising 
and its effects on consumer empowerment. 
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Theoretical Framework 
 
Consumer Empowerment: 
This chapter seeks to explore relevant theoretical positions that provide some justification, 
legitimacy and angle to further construct the project‟s theoretical hypothesis regarding 
consumer empowerment in Tryvertising on social media. As mentioned above, this hypothesis 
is connected to whether Tryvertising within social media can be seen as an empowering 
factor. 
As shown, from a marketing perspective, Tryvertising is presented as an empowering tool 
for consumers to engage with a corporation or a product. This is contrasting to perspectives 
coming from critical theory in which it is considered that consumer empowerment is largely 
an illusion. This research‟s basic assumption is that there is an imbalance between these two 
discourses, and this calls for further analysis. This is done here with a specific focus on the 
consumers and not the corporations. 
In order to understand the consumer‟s role in contemporary times, the theoretical 
standpoint of Zygmunt Bauman consumer empowerment has been chosen because it presents 
a position in which consumers are presented as partaking in a role, as a marketable 
commodity, in what has been dubbed the „consumer society‟. Furthermore, a marketing 
perspective is provided by theorists such as Len Tiu Wright who works more tangibly with 
the concept of consumer empowerment from a strategic marketing perspective. The notion of 
power is presented briefly, with the goal of clarifying the meaning of the term empowerment. 
After a brief look at the marketing perspective, the project turns its attention towards an 
understanding framed within social sciences. 
Editor of the European Journal Of Marketing, Len Tiu Wright‟s definition of consumer 
empowerment in marketing is: 
“A mental state usually accompanied by a physical act which enables a 
consumer or a group of consumers to put into effect their own choices through 
demonstrating their needs, wants and demands in their decision-making with 
other individuals or organisational bodies in the marketplace.” (Wright et al., 
2006, page 926). 
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Thus consumer empowerment is for the benefit and strength of the consumer. The concept 
of empowerment can be applicable in diverse fields of academia. Namely, in social sciences, 
consumer empowerment can be understood as a distinct process, but also an outcome of that 
process (Pires et al., 2006: 937). 
Pires et al. (2006) argue that information and communication technology (ICT) has 
enabled consumer empowerment, and that the marketing industry in turn has lost some degree 
of control; if this is the case, it might foreshadow a structural change in the marketing 
landscape which disables the marketing and management sectors. Central to the perspective of 
Pires et al. is the assumption that consumer empowerment is an issue for the marketing 
industry. Consumer empowerment is here understood as the “... process requiring the giving 
of power or authority to make decisions‖ (Pires et al., 2006: 938) (equivalent to Wright‟s idea 
above that empowerment is basically the power of choice) and “... about increasing consumer 
value by providing additional access, content, education and commerce to wherever the 
consumer is located‖ (Turnquist 2004 in Pires et al., 2006: 393). The issue arises because 
consumers are enabled, through a greater access to information, to pick and choose between 
suppliers, and might reject a supplier entirely if better options are offered elsewhere. This, 
alongside the rise of e-commerce, in turn leads to higher competition between companies, 
which again fuels the variety of choice for consumers, and thus leads to the ideal „conditions‟ 
for consumer empowerment (Pires et al., 2006: 340). 
This supplier/buyer imbalance has progressively evolved throughout history. During 
medieval times, wealthy consumers were empowered through their status and, therefore, also 
asked the suppliers for high quality products. Later, during the industrial period, a shift in 
power took place when suppliers started receiving higher demands for consumption goods. 
Quantity, most times, took precedence over quantity. In the 1980‟s and 1990‟s, larger access 
to products and information on them gave consumers again more empowerment to choose the 
better product for them, even if it can be described as „controlled power‟ (Pires et al., 2006: 
942). One can argue that, within the age of Internet 2.0, the consumer has more access than 
before to larger varieties of the product and, also, to information. However, this accessibility 
also comes with issues in quality, either due to the provider or the price-quality ratio (Ibid). 
Another condition that has given rise to increased consumer empowerment, according to 
this perspective, is what Pires et al. (2006) calls online consumer networks (described as 
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virtual spaces where consumers can discuss and share information about suppliers - 
essentially what Tryvertising sites and platforms are). 
To sum up, the marketing take on consumer empowerment entails the mechanisms that 
individuals develop to gain control over situations that concern them, including acquiring the 
skills to exert a degree of control over their decision making. Additionally, Consumer 
empowerment is about increasing consumer value by way of a company increasing 
accessibility to content, education and commerce to wherever the consumer may be located 
(Turnquist, 2004 in Pires et al., 2006: 934). Lastly social media as a platform is, from this 
perspective, an empowering concept because it enables online consumer networks. 
To gain a fuller understanding of this, the following chapter further develops the idea of 
social media and its potential as a market place. 
 
Empowerment and The Power 
Discussion about the concept of consumer empowerment pulls the very term of power to 
the epicentre of theoretical polemics. There is a plethora of explanations and definitions of the 
term power and its complex dynamics have generated a very rich history of theoretical 
elaborations (Carpentier, 2011). Moreover, all the theoretical depictions of power offer 
different views when it comes in extracting its main features, and lastly, different variations of 
categorization of power make it even harder to put the very notion into one concrete and 
specific framework. Still, in order to thoroughly approach it, it is necessary that power be 
analyzed through several different theoretical lenses, in order to clarify the notion of 
empowerment itself. 
When people talk about power, they talk about a causal relation (Weber, 1947) between the 
subjects involved, in a situation where a subject A usually has power over another subject B 
to that extent that he or she can always get B to do something that B otherwise would not do 
(Dahl, 1969: 80). Setting up this causal relation within Tryvertising would question who are 
the actors involved with the process. The above mentioned explanation of power depicts a 
relation between human beings engaged in the causality line. Also, it brings up the notion of 
forcing somebody to do something. Implementing this treatise in Tryvertising, where it is 
believed that a consumer has the power to influence the outer community sharing the 
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information about the product, it would mean that he or she will also impact the members of 
the community to buy the product or a service that otherwise those members would not do. 
Hence this linear-causal model of power by Dahl (1969) does not reflect the actual causal 
relations in Tryvertising, where it is believed that a consumer not just influences other 
potential consumers, but where also he or she is potentially being influenced by the producer. 
The way consumers are presenting themselves, and what ideas other online users have about 
their presentation can possibly influence the consumer‟s potential power factor in 
Tryvertising. 
Their empowerment lies also within the new media context: ―Media power is reproduced 
through the details of what social actors (including audience members) do and say‖ 
(Carpentier, 2011: 146). When it comes to social media, after the web 2.0., the factor of 
„activity‟ was set as a standard descriptive adjective along with the term audience. The 
expansion of new media leads to a trend where different groups possess “the power to 
produce and distribute content and each of these groups is being transformed by their new 
power and responsibilities” (Jenkins & Deuze, 2008: 1). This tends to put a focus on 
individual consumers on social network where both consumption and production processes 
happen simultaneously. Consequently, their online participation is mostly to be seen as being 
maximized. The expansion of new media lead to a trend where different groups possess “the 
power to produce and 
Coming back to the force relations mentioned above, these are not limited only to a linear 
pattern between a consumer and the community; they would be seen as multiplied force 
relations, and when power is seen as a general matrix of force relations at a given time in a 
given society, that power is seen as productive (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1983). This goes in 
line with an idea that ―power is practiced, and not possessed‖ (Kendall & Wickham, 1999: 
50). 
Thus, when a consumer decides to join a tryvertising process, his or her empowerment will 
depend on his or her own participation practices on social media as well as on the way how he 
or she will see the role of a consumer in the process: just as a medium for conducting the 
marketing work reaching the audience, or a producer of different meaning or messages given 
to the product. Companies promote the idea that customers have that power to influence the 
product as well as their community. However, it cannot be said that the consumers are the 
ones forcing the buying of the product and who are directly influencing its position on the 
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market. The following section will enlighten the reader in more detail the relevance of 
Bauman‟s theories regarding the commodification of the self. 
 
Bauman’s Consumer Society: 
―Beneath the dream of fame, another dream, a dream of no longer dissolving 
and staying dissolved in the grey, faceless and insipid mass of commodities, a 
dream of turning into a notable, noticed and coveted commodity, a talked-about 
commodity, a commodity standing out from the mass of commodities, a 
commodity impossible to overlook, to deride, to be dismissed. In a society of 
consumers, turning into a desirable and desired commodity is the stuff of which 
dreams, and fairy tales, are made.‖ (Bauman 2007, in Consuming Life: 13) 
In order to understand Bauman‟s position on individuals becoming marketable 
commodities, it is important to understand the frame of thinking that he employs. Bauman‟s 
understanding of society is anchored in his distinction and turning point of the society of 
producers to the society of consumers (Bauman, 2007: 6), Furthermore, his distinction 
between consumerism and consumption also supplies some needed clarification of their 
differences. 
 
The Consumer Society: 
Although different theories posit that the consumer society has been existing since the 17th 
century, Bauman believes that it has its significant advent during the 1920‟s in which Bauman 
makes the distinction between society of producers and the subsequent society of consumers. 
As is described by the German social critic, Siegfried Kracauer, the insurgence and explosive 
rush to beauty salons is a perfect example of how the consumer culture presents a reality in 
which individuals partake in consumption in order to stay buoyant, and to some degree 
relevant in contemporary society. As is explained by Kracauer, this rush towards 
enhancement of aesthetics 
“... springs partly from existential concerns, and the use of cosmetic products is 
not always a luxury. For fear of being taken out of use as obsolete, ladies and 
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gentlemen dye their hair, while forty-year-olds take up sports to keep slim. ‗How 
can I become beautiful?‘ runs the title of a booklet recently launched on to the 
market; the newspaper advertisements for it say that it shows ways ‗to stay young 
and beautiful both now and forever‟.” (Kracauer 1998: 39). 
Bauman acknowledges these views as indicative of a society of consumers. Unlike before, 
the task of the commodities is principally prompting them to engage in incessant consumer 
activity, namely, “The task of lifting themselves out of that grey and flat invisibility and 
insubstantiality, making themselves stand out from the mass of indistinguishable objects 
‗floating with equal specific gravity‘, and so catching the eye of consumers” (Bauman, 2007: 
12). 
According to Bauman, meetings of prospective consumers with the prospective objects of 
their consumption tend to become what are the principal building blocks of the peculiar web 
of inter-human relations known for short as the „society of consumers‟. In contemporary 
times, this understanding relates to the culture of connectivity in which ICT‟s are indeed the 
interrelation of humans with a wide range of commodities, often accessed through personal 
devices and platforms such as a smartphone and social media. It suffices to say that the 
present day reality is riddled with engagement of consumption, thus it can be argued that 
present day displays a hyper-reality of Bauman‟s society as consumers. 
Furthermore, the rapid increase in use of social media is directly indicative of individuals 
posing themselves as marketable commodities, in which a perfect example would be the geo-
location based dating application called Tinder. Here individuals have the liberty to upload 
pictures of themselves, state interests and thereby start an activity in which can they judge 
other profile pictures based on how attracted they are to the given subject. Essentially, Tinder 
is indicative of individuals commodifying themselves online in order to appear more 
attractive and appealing towards others. Although not exactly an example of Tryvertising, the 
online commodification of the self, which is clear in Tinder, can be related to how participants 
in Tryvertising are providing a similar commodification of their own virtual self, by willingly 
acting as advertising agents for a certain brand or product. 
This raises the question of what sort of socio-cultural implications does this increased 
consumption imply? Bauman chooses to employ a dichotomous mindset in order to explain 
the reality at hand. The picture of consumers painted in the learned descriptions of the 
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consuming life toggles between the dichotomous extremes of ‗cultural dupes or dopes‟ and 
„heroes of modernity‟ (Bauman, 2007: 11). In other words, on one hand, modern individuals 
can be understood as progressive minded and consciously utilizing the given opportunities to 
benefit and grow as individuals of and in postmodern society. On the other hand, the given 
subjects can be understood as victims of ignorance, as conscientiously giving in to the 
mechanisms of capitalism without a shred of socio-critical awareness. In other words, as 
Bauman puts it: 
“The first extreme, consumers are represented as anything but sovereign 
agents: they are shown instead to be hoodwinked by fraudulent promises, enticed, 
seduced, pushed and otherwise manoeuvred by blatant or surreptitious, but 
invariably extraneous pressures. At the other extreme, the alleged likenesses of 
the consumer encapsulate all the virtues for which modernity wishes to be praised 
– like rationality, robust autonomy, capacity for self-definition and rugged” 
(Bauman 2007: 11). 
In conclusion, the consumer society‟s primary driving point lies on the promise to gratify 
human desires to an extent which no other society in the past could muster. The promise of 
satisfaction remains seductive only as long as the desire stays in part ungratified. In other 
words, as long as the client is not completely satisfied. In Bauman‟s words: “As long as the 
desires that motivated and set in motion the search for gratification and prompted 
consumerist experiments are not believed to have been truly and fully gratified” (2007:46). 
This understanding of the consumer society can be argued to reflect a great deal of present 
day reality. An example of this is the smartphone explosion in which the iphone remains a 
perfect example of a reality in which the consumer is left partially unsatisfied and thereby 
seduced into constantly updating their model every few months when the new “model” is 
released. It can be argued that the consumerist mindset anchored in desirability is what fuels 
the consumer society and thereby continues the relevancy of Bauman‟s theoretical paradigm. 
Consumerism Vs Consumption: 
These two concepts, that are often used interchangeably and often wrongly so, need to be 
clarified. The idea of consumption can be viewed in its most basic and objective 
understanding as a somatic need shared by all living organisms. Humans need to consume 
nutrients and vitamins in order to stay alive, whilst trees consumer water and sunlight to stand 
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strong. The Palaeolithic age which was characterized by the hunter/gatherer using the most 
primitive tools, was considered a breaking point in human society, as they departed from the 
consumption of goods directly from hand-to-mouth, to a consumption reality that included 
surplus, profit and storage opportunities (Bauman, 2007: 26). Thus, an important change 
started to blossom when something as basic as human consumption demands became more 
related to desires and personal aspirations, rather than the bare necessities for survival. Unlike 
consumption, which is primarily a characteristic and behaviour of individual human beings, 
consumerism is an attribute of society as a whole (Bauman, 2007: 28).  As elaborated here: 
―For a society to acquire that attribute the thoroughly individual capacity for 
wanting, desiring and longing needs to be, just as labour capacity was in the 
producers‘ society, detached (‗alienated‘) from individuals and recycled/reified 
into an extraneous force which sets the ‗society of consumers‘ in motion and 
keeps it on course as a specific form of human togetherness, while by the same 
token setting specific parameters for effective individual life strategies and 
otherwise manipulating the probabilities of individual choices and conduct.‖ 
(Bauman, 2007: 29) 
The socio-cultural implications of consumerism have significant importance to the 
development of this project‟s theoretical position. It can be argued, that the mechanisms of 
consumerism in our society is the fuelling agent to many human phenomena, including that of 
engaging in Tryvertising on social media. What becomes interesting is how does this 
engagement with consumerist behaviour reflect empowerment on social media. How does 
Zygmunt Bauman dichotomous understanding of modern individuals reflect in the 
tryvertising scenario, as either being purveyors of modern opportunity or ignorant followers 
of seductive attraction.  
Bauman’s Commodification Theory: 
Bauman, like his fellow contemporaries Giddens and Beck, believe in an era called Liquid 
modernity, (also known as late modernity to Anthony Giddens (1990) written about in his 
book Consequences Of Modernity) An understanding that posits the elements characterizing 
the era of post-modernity are in fact a continuation of modernity and not a separate 
distinguishable era. Bauman‟s Liquid Modernity believes that modernization continues into 
the contemporary era as a radical state of late modernity, rather than a new post-modern 
24 
 
reality. As mentioned earlier, the society of producers is transformed into a society of 
consumers. In this new consumer society, individuals become simultaneously the promoters 
of commodities and the commodities they promote. One might ask then, what does it mean to 
be a commodity. Commodity is something known from the field of economics as marketable 
item that satisfies ones wants or needs. (Marx in Bauman, 2007: 13) Commodification is then 
to be understood as a process of becoming a commodity, in other words, something desirable 
or needed.  In essence, all individuals of the consumer society inhabit the same social space in 
what can be dubbed as a market place. A market place that sees the same dynamics of the 
conventional market place. In order to stay buoyant, they need to stay relevant and “in 
demand” by recasting themselves as products capable of drawing attention to themselves. 
This subtle and pervasive transformation of consumers into commodities is the most 
important feature of the society of consumers. What does this commodification actually mean 
in contemporary times? Bauman‟s understanding resonates with the illusory or at least 
ambiguous nature of empowerment with regards to Tryvertising. This will be further 
elaborated in the analysis and discussion. The following passages will illuminate the concept 
of Participation through Carpentier. 
 
Carpentier, Media and Participation 
 
Conceptualizing ‘Participation’ in Communication Discourses 
Participation is an ever-present and necessary feature of social life. In the book ‗Media and 
Participation – a Site for Ideological Struggle‘ (2011), Nico Carpentier makes a 
multidimensional theoretical overview of participation. In the following section, by 
juxtaposing different perspectives of participation, taken from different areas of interest, the 
term will be conceptualized from a more global perspective. The perspectives discussed are 
participation in democratic practices, within spatial architectural planning and, lastly, in 
communication discourses. These perspectives will be later used in the project‟s analysis of 
how participation takes place in Tryvertising. 
As such, within the first perspective, that of democracy, a certain political equality between 
citizens can be considered obligatory. This idea exists on different levels: from minimalist or 
localized in a specific place and time, to maximalist participation which refers more to the 
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whole sphere of participation. It is considered that more homogeneity exists at the local level 
than heterogeneity, which is especially present at the maximalist level (Carpentier, 2011: 20). 
There exist strategies through which actor stances are homogenized with the apparent 
„popular will‟. This happens in the voting process, when different actors who represent 
different camps take centre stage in expressing the „popular opinion‟. The chosen actor will be 
considered the one that holds the most of the popular view(s) and this will create a focus on 
this view which becomes homogenized as the popular will (Carpentier, 2011: 20). 
The second perspective included in Carpentier‟s overview of participation comes from 
architectural spatial planning. Here participation can be conceived as a hierarchical ladder at 
the end of which ‗the have-nots join in determining how information is shared‘ (Arnstein, 
1969: 216). At the base of the ladder is nonparticipation which can be characterized, in 
Carpentier‟s terms, by „manipulation‟ and „therapy‟ or the practice in which citizens are 
informed of something but do not have a voice to express their opinion. Tokenism is the 
second stage and is more characterized by one way communication; the practice of 
„consultation‟ (the illusion that public voice is listened) and that of placation in which the 
users or „have-nots‟, as he describes them, express their advice but it is up to the marketers if 
they will be listened to or not (Arnstein, 1969: 220). The last step and most inclusive is called 
citizen power expressed through partnership between citizen/government (Ibid: 221). 
Thirdly, within media communications, the debate concerning audience participation is 
complicated by previous debates about how an audience can be conceptualized. There exist 
multiple issues to be considered here: the active/passive audience dialectic, the micro and 
macro level of communication, the relationship between corporations and audiences within 
web 2.0 and others. One of the uniting concerns that can be found in the above issues is 
whether the public spaces are colonized by the corporations. The risk is that participation is 
blocked by market logistics and personal employment, but also through ‗the media‘s 
circulation of dominant ideologies that continue to serve the interests of the dominant class‘ 
(Wayne in Carpentier, 2011: 74). The audience‟s participation in the different media 
platforms as (prod)users (such as is happening on Facebook, Wikipedia, Youtube) is 
transformed into work from with the (prod)users are not paid and, sometimes, not even 
conscious of doing. A development which will be further discussed in the chapter on social 
media and digital labor. 
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Within his discussion on media communication, Carpentier gives special place to 
alternative media, more specifically the branches of community media and civil media. The 
purpose of these is to provide a „third voice/ perspective‟ into the media discourse, a voice 
that is not representative of the majority, but gives the minority space to express itself 
(Carpentier, 2011: 98). This entails, that within alternative media, the common or ordinary 
voice and interest has space on these channels to voice itself as a ‗means of expression of the 
community‘ rather than someone‟s interests in the specific community (Carpentier, 2011:97). 
Tryvertising holds some of the elements of community media as it is represented (apparently) 
by a platform on which everyday consumers make their voices heard to the vast majority. But 
the fact that the „third voice‟ is speaking on behalf of the company complicates these 
discourses. If the trysumers are moderated, pre-selected in who will appear or who will not, or 
are given a set of rules through which they are expected to express their opinions of the 
product; then the final product is not wholly expressive of only the tryvertiser‟s interests. In 
that case one could go back to Arnstein‟s ladder and observe how much co-participation in the 
media discourse the tryvertising platform allows. 
Furthermore, a minimalist/maximalist difference in participation dynamics can be 
compared with the government/citizen perspective stated previously. On the one hand, the 
minimalist perspective is localized in the specific reality of the voting or debating citizen but 
also in that of the tryvertising participant‟s expression of opinion of the product. On the other 
hand, the company/government can homogenise the different discourses into one „public 
opinion‟ through different strategies. Whether this actually takes place or not within 
Tryvertising is still to be concluded, but the problems presented here are going to be 
considered in the later discussion of the tryvertising examples to answer this very question. 
The mentioned minimalist/maximalist difference will now be further elaborated for 
clarification purposes.  
The Maximalist/ Minimalist Differentiation 
As considered by Carpentier (2011: 148), when discussing media participation, each of 
these forms have their distinct features. In the part below, there will be briefly mentioned 
main features of the maximalist, and then the minimalist forms. 
In the maximalist form, the stress is on the balance between control and the participation. 
When a consumer is involved with a  tryvertising campaign, his participation varies; this 
27 
 
variety depends on the level of freedom - how he or she will reach the outer online 
community and send the message about the product. As mentioned before, this participation is 
considered free as long as it is in line with following the rules set by the controlling actor 
(producer). 
Also, in maximalist form participation is multidirectional. It can link different actors 
incorporated in the process. When participating in Tryvertising, a consumer maintains 
different relations: with the producer of the product, with the product itself and with the 
community he addresses members of the online community, which can also be considered as 
potential participants. As long as high level of online interactivity exists, each person can 
easily participate in Tryvertising process. Carpentier also mentions that in the maximalist 
form there is a balance between the ability to develop generative and resistant powers. The 
generative one (or the positive power) mostly refers to achievements and objectives an actor 
brings into the participation process. ―Citizens can use their generative powers to become 
part of the societal decision-making processes, or to resist them‖ (Carpentier, 211: 147). The 
resistant power is seen as the ability to resist someone‟s generative power. In Tryvertising, 
based on a specific context, consumer can develop these powers and find a way how to 
balance them. This will be further contextualized within the analysis in the illustrative 
examples. 
The final characteristic of the maximalist form is confrontation with the restrictive powers 
of others. Besides the generative and the resistant power, the restrictive one is seen as a 
negative one. Participants are limited to express themselves and ―by a wide variety of 
thresholds, created, for instance, by the specific managerial interventions of media 
professionals‖ (Carpentier, 2011: 147). In the case of Tryvertising, following Carpentier‟s 
considerations, deductively it can be concluded that producers and marketing departments 
usually holds this restrictive power. However, this can be seen from another angle: “that also 
participants can restrict other‘s attempts” (Ibid.). 
When it comes to the minimalist forms of media participation, one of the main features 
Carpentier stressed is putting a strong focus on professional control of media. It is 
questionable how we can talk about professional control on online media itself. The 
interactivity of Web 2.0., on the contrary, maximized not only participation, but also involves 
many participants into the new forms of creating media content (citizen journalism, blogs, 
vlogs, etc.). 
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Reduction of participation to access and interaction is seen as another key point of minimized 
participation. In Tryvertising, interactions between online consumers are seen as the basics of 
the process. By interacting, they also have access to information about those products which 
are being advertised. Here, the interaction between the consumer and the producer is hard to 
be analyzed and put as the central relations, due to the fact the producer is not directly 
involved into the process, but mostly via some platform, different from the media where the 
Tryvertising happens. 
Utilization of participation is to serve the interests of the media organization that organizes 
the participatory process. This reflects the idea that involvement of consumers into the 
tryvertising process is there to serve the interests of the marketing company, rather than 
personal interest. As long as consumers are sharing the story about the product, they are 
working in favor of the company, and by doing so, the company takes advantage of their free 
contribution to the advertising process. This resonates with the dystopic understanding 
presented by Fuchs and to some extent is relatable to Bauman‟s consumer society in which 
the consumerist forces are the workforce and thereby the fuel to the economy of the liquid 
modernity as socially constructed by Bauman. The following section will look more deeply 
into the platform in question, namely social media. 
 
Social Media as a Market Place 
No one can deny the fact that, Social Media occupies more and more time of people‟s daily 
life. As mentioned earlier, another undeniable fact of contemporary life is the omnipresence 
of advertising. Therefore, one of the natural consequences could be the turn of marketers to 
these platforms for advertising. However, before analysing advertising on Social Media, it is 
necessary to have an understanding of what the term Social Media encompasses, so as to 
further problematise the role of advertising within this sphere. 
The term „social‟ refers to the instinctual needs the humans have to connect with each 
other. Individuals also have the need to be included in groups of people with whom they feel 
welcomed and they are comfortable to share their thoughts, ideas, and experiences. Media, on 
the other hand, refers to the technologies people use to form the connections mentioned above 
(e.g. bells, telegraph, radio/TV, mobile phones or web sites). Consequently, social media is 
the effective application of these technologies to form connections with other people, build 
29 
 
trust and create relationships (Safko, 2012). According to Blackshaw & Nazzaro (2004), 
social media “describes a variety of new sources of online information that are created, 
initiated, circulated and used by consumers‘ intent on educating each other about products, 
brands, services, personalities, and issues” (2004: 2). 
Social Media in this context includes social networking and content sharing sites. Some of 
the most well known and most wide spread in the Western world examples of social 
networking sites are Facebook, Google Plus, Ello and Twitter. As examples of content sharing 
sites, could be considered YouTube and Instagram. The project‟s immediate focus is on 
specific tryvertising platforms, such as Expo TV and Testr, which until recently was involved 
with both facebook and instagram, but most advertising companies are working across the 
platforms, and thus it is important to specify that Social Media as a term, covers several 
platforms. 
 
Web 2.0 
The escalation of digital media from Web 1.0 to the more interactive Web 2.0 has 
enhanced the communications between consumers and companies. Now, consumers impose 
the nature, extent, and context of marketing exchanges (Hanna et al., 2011). Nowadays, the 
increased usage of media by the consumers is not only for products and services research but 
also for engaging with the companies from which they buy, as well as to communicate with 
other users who could have some valuable insights (Garretson, 2008). This evolution of 
internet based social media has provided the user the possibility to communicate even with 
thousands of other users about their experiences regarding a product or a company. Therefore, 
the influence of consumer to consumer communications has been enhanced in the markets 
(Mangold & Faulds, 2009). 
Social media contains a wide range of platforms, such as social networking websites, 
product or service ratings websites for consumers, word-of-mouth forums and blogs, company 
sponsored discussion boards and chat rooms, e-mail services, moblogs (sites containing 
digital audio, images, movies, or photographs) and others (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). The 
wide varieties of social media platforms provide to users the possibilities of commenting, 
recommending, creating and sharing information, which, according to Hanna et al. (2011), 
could increase the marketing influence, and as shown above, Pires et al. (2006) argues, is a 
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sign of consumer empowerment. “The tenets of Web 2.0 entice audience members to join in 
the building and customizing of services and messages rather than to expect companies to 
present complete and fully formed experiences‖(Jenkins, 2013: 49). This customer 
connectivity and interactivity defines the new social media driven business model and affect 
the way marketers influence potential customers (Hanna et al., 2011). 
Most of these platforms rely on targeted advertisement for their own financing (Fuchs 
2015), but have also become platforms for spreading information about a certain product or 
company. Many products will have their own page, much like a personal profile, and users are 
invited to engage with the products on an equal basis.  
In Web 1.0 era, people used internet simply to watch, read or buy products and services but 
now, the interactive Web 2.0 has enhanced the communication between consumers and 
companies (Hanna et al., 2011). Companies may conscript social media to communicate with 
their customers through either company sponsored platforms (e.g. blogs/forums) or individual 
platforms such as Facebook groups (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). “Since Web 2.0‘s 
introduction, it has become the cultural logic for e-business— a set of corporate practices 
that seek to capture and exploit participatory culture” (O‟Reilly quoted in Jenkins, 2013: 48). 
On the other hand, consumer, instead of communicating with some friends, the new age of 
social media (Web 2.0) enables the users to communicate with thousands of people and bring 
to light big issues to companies within hours (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Kietzmann et al. 
(2011) argue that, consumers could also utilize the social media platforms to communicate 
their experiences with other consumers (e.g. whether they are satisfied or not). This 
interaction could occur with or without the permission of the companies or brands in question, 
with great impact on a company‟s reputation, image and sales (Kietzmann et al., 2011). This 
emergence of sophisticated information and communication technologies (ICTs) can agitate 
the balance of power relations between producer, product and consumer. Still, in the phase of 
Web 2.0, companies started to promise users great impact on the content they create online, 
presenting them as co-creators (Banks and Humphreys, 2008). In Web 2.0 relations between 
audiences and producers shifted “as well as a set of approaches adopted by companies 
seeking to harness mass creativity, collectivism, and peer production (Van Dijk and Nieborg 
quoted in Jenkins, 2013: 49). 
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Marketing and Social Media 
Users exchange a great amount of information about products or services with other users 
through social media platforms. This information can directly influence consumers‟ behavior 
as they can view social media as a more reliable source of information, not counting solely on 
traditional sources of advertisements anymore (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). This represents the 
„social media phenomenon‟ (Kietzmann et al., 2011). 
Consequently, marketers created some new methods of advertising and communication 
with consumers, such as electronic Word Of Mouth (eWOM), viral marketing, direct 
marketing and Tryvertising. Famous brands use Social Media to attract new customers and to 
retain the reputation and their name while targeting to a wide number of consumers. 
For the following reasons, social media marketing is becoming an essential component of 
online marketing for the companies: 
 It is extremely popular (1,310,000,000 monthly active users on Facebook) (Facebook 
Statistics, 2015); 
 It is a new communication tool for the users and a new advertising tool for Companies 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010); 
 Contains huge number of personal information the users voluntarily publish in these 
networks, for instance, in typical user profiles of online social networks there are 
information such as home addresses, name of the pets, schools frequented and other. 
This personal information is very often used by banks or other online services as a 
safety net in case of loss of password (Grabner-Kräuter, 2009); 
 Finally, before the arrival of Web 2.0, companies could control the information 
available about them through press releases and organized public relations. However, 
after Web 2.0 companies have lost this power by becoming just observers as they 
cannot alter the public comments made by their customers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 
For instance, on Wikipedia, it is explicitly prohibited for the companies to participate 
in the writing of wikis. 
Therefore, social media can be considered as a hybrid component of a company‟s 
promotional mix (advertising, personal selling, public relations, publicity, direct marketing, 
and sales promotion) and as an integral part of its Integrated Marketing Communications 
(IMCs) (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). IMC is the framework in which an organization moves to 
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communicate with its target groups. The company, in order to succeed in its objectives, needs 
to produce a unified customer focused message. To achieve this, it ideally needs to bring 
together and manipulate various elements of the promotional mix through IMC (Kurtz & 
Boone, 2007). 
Even if companies cannot directly control these kinds of communications, Mangold and 
Faulds (2009) see opportunities for companies to harness this power for their benefits. Below 
are the methods companies can use to shape and influence discussions between consumers in 
a way that would be consistent with their mission and performance goals: 
 Provide networking platforms: People like to network with others with similar interests 
and desires and having similar tastes or opinions. Companies can contribute to it by 
creating communities with shared interests and values for them with great opportunities 
for sponsorship too. 
 Use blogs and other social media tools to engage customers: People are more engaged 
with companies and products when they can review and give feedback to them. This 
encourages the open and honest communications and amplifies customer engagement. 
 Use both traditional and Internet based promotional tools to engage customers: 
There are more possibilities consumers to talk about products or services when they are 
engaged with them and they will do it both in social media and in person. It could be 
achieved by encouraging consumers to upload photos or videos of the product in use. By 
making people to see consumers using the product can entertain and communicate product 
benefits, while engaging consumers. 
 Provide information: If people know additional information about a company or a 
product they would be more likely to talk about it. 
 Be outrageous: Shocking advertisements are designed to capture and to attract audience 
to a brand by conscripting a more extreme way than conventional advertisements (Dahl et 
al., 2003). Therefore, people are more likely to talk about products that are presented 
outrageously. 
 Provide exclusivity: By providing to the customers products or services available 
exclusively for them, companies make them feel exceptional and consumers like it. 
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 Design products with talking points and consumers’ desired self images in mind: 
Products that are designed to be funny, easy to use, intriguing and highly visible and 
engage emotions have more possibilities to stimulate conversation. It is more likely 
consumers to talk about products that they easily understand the reasons they buy it or 
because it enhances their desired self image. These characteristics leverage the power of 
traditional word of mouth communication or social media based conversations. 
 Utilize the power of stories: The more memorable a story is, the more likely it is to be 
repeated. 
(Mangold & Faulds, 2009) 
 
Social Media and Digital Labour 
As suggested above, the social media are more than just a waste of time, and a way to 
connect with friends and socialize digitally. The area is a playground for instance advertising 
agencies and can in many ways be described as a marketplace as well as anything. 
To address the potential of empowerment of consumers in relation to Tryvertising on 
social media, it is necessary to understand what lies behind the, for example, blue and white 
design of Facebook. In Culture and economy in the Age of Social Media (2015), Christian 
Fuchs approaches the concept of social media from a Marxist perspective. Fuchs seeks to 
show how using social media is in essence laboring for the corporation which owns the 
platform in question, and how this practice is part of a capitalist reality. 
One core premise of Fuchs‟ argument is the simple fact that social media are privately 
owned companies, that are out to generate value. To do this corporations such as Facebook 
tap into the basic structure of how a modern capitalist society works, and in a sense turns time 
into money. The sheer number of hours spent by users on Facebook, tells a tale of its own; 
Fuchs writes how there were in 2012 1 billion users on Facebook and that these individuals 
spent on average 18 minutes on the site per day (Fuchs, 2015: 93). Put in the context of the 
term Digital labour - that time spent on social media are in fact value generating for the 
companies that own them - 1 billion people spend on average 18 minutes a day working for 
Facebook.  
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The idea of digital labour follows Fuchs in a Marxist understanding of social media - what 
one might think is leisure time (surfing, sharing and participating) on online media, is actually 
labour time, where each user actively participates in generating value for the social media 
company in question. Social media is, in Fuchs‟ writing, a way for the capitalist society to 
„make use of‟ the time the worker is not at work – „make use of‟ means making them still 
participate in consumption; “… Internet usage is a new form of labour conducted beyond 
factory and office boundaries in a playful manner and that online companies appropriate this 
labour and make profit out of it‖ (Fuchs 2015: 119). 
Following the concept of digital labour, Fuchs presents a calculation of working hours 
spent on Facebook in which it is shown that, in 2012, Facebook had a total of close to 99 
billion hours of unpaid work done for them. This is calculated as the time users and workers 
spent on Facebook. When considering that the platform basically lives off of its users by way 
of: 
 Creativity and social labour: content, communications with other users and social 
relations; 
 Surveillance: the constant surveillance of the complete activity range of users on, and 
sometimes off (via tracking), the platform results in detailed profiles of all users, 
which is then sold as a commodity; 
 Targeted and personalized advertising: the „return‟ of the sold data; other companies 
pay facebook to advertise directly to users; 
 Algorithmic auctions: the price for advertising on social media varies according to the 
number of interested parts (Fuchs 2015: 156). 
As such, Fuchs concludes that Facebook usage is productive labour that generates value 
(Fuchs 2015: 164, 201). Implicit in this critique lies an understanding of the capitalist society 
as a destructive or negative force, where profit is valued higher than people and nature - it is 
seen as an unbalanced system of exploitation. Following Fuchs, by „labouring‟ for Facebook, 
one contributes to the capitalist system of repression. Adapting this critique to the concept of 
Tryvertising on social media, the problem is that the individual submitting to tryvertising 
schemes are essentially being exploited for labour. Not only by way of using social media in 
general, but specifically agreeing to a practise where one advertises a company or product, 
and gets only a fraction of that value in return. Furthermore, “Advertising and consumer 
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culture accelerate the creation of artificial consumption needs” (Fuchs, 2015: 115), which 
again points to the detrimental effects of capitalism. 
Following Zygmunt Bauman‟s concept of the commodification of the self, social media 
can be said to be a reduction of the user to a commodity in an information economy. Fuchs 
(2015) explains how this concept points to a change in the cultural and economical landscape 
where the core of services in a sense becomes out sourced to the consumers who pay for 
them. He uses the examples of IKEA self-assembly furniture and self-service gas stations as 
physical expressions of a tendency that has carried on into the virtual world, where users‟ 
time is now converted into value for social media corporations (Fuchs 2015: 118). In the same 
lines as Carpentier, Fuchs uses the term prosumers to name the users of social media and their 
role as a value generating part of this system; “Users and audience work for commercial 
media companies. They are productive workers who are exploited by capitalist media 
organizations‖ (Fuchs, 2015: 152). 
Following Fuchs‟ critique, Tryvertising can be understood as an expression of a 
disempowering economical ideology, where (prod)users or (pro)sumers are exploited to 
generate value for corporations. It presents an issue because it is an expression of how 
―information, communication and the Internet are important dimensions of contemporary 
capitalism that have an antagonistic character that oscillates between repressive actuality 
and immanent-transcendent potentials‖ (Fuchs, 2015: 198). Moreover, Fuchs argues that the 
issue with capitalism lies especially in the production chain of the ICTs commodities that all 
of the above belongs to, for instance, the extraction of minerals necessary to produce 
components and the assembly of computers.  
Approximating Fuchs‟ macro-level critique of the capitalist society requires  substantial 
zooming in and out, but can be summarized as presenting an understanding of Tryvertising as 
a very specific expression of an economical culture that is 1)  damaging for the health of both 
people and environment and 2), in a marxist understanding, an expression of a repressive 
political, cultural and economical system, that ―form a global network of exploited labour‖ 
(Fuchs 2015: 230). According to this perspective the choices consumers from one different 
part of the world make, have very real effects for workers on the other side of the globe. One 
such example is that of the overworked Chinese engineers assembling Apples iPads (Fuchs, 
2015: 207). This approach taps into a wide critique of the globalized consumer society, and 
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with regards to consumer empowerment the macro level perspective blurs the individual 
power of choice the consumer supposedly maintains. 
But even, or perhaps exactly, at the individual level the consumer/ user is faced with a 
choice to disregard or take action against the exploitation which Fuchs‟ criticises. This 
possibility of action lies within the appropriation of tools such as ad blockers and other parts 
of the Do Not Track protocol (Fuchs, 2015: 200). These tools are, however, not the standard 
and, rather than an opt-in policy for online advertising, the landscape is opaque and such that 
users must inform themselves about possible opt-out actions. And this function further 
enables the exploitation of users by way of advertising.  
Central to the research of this project lies also the fact that Tryvertising is expressly a way 
for advertising agencies to circumvent such opt-out measures taken by users, as these do not 
prevent exposure to Tryvertising on social media - Testr‟s campaigns (see chapter 
„Tryvertising Today‟ for tryvertising examples), for instance, are carried out by other users, 
and appear directly in a user‟s „feed‟ and thus cannot be blocked with an ad blocker. 
This last point to a certain degree makes the whole idea of consumer empowerment in 
Tryvertising convoluted; if indeed participants in Tryvertising are empowered in terms of 
shaping a product profile or the like, they do, at the same time, participate in a disempowering 
of their social circles on social media. By using Facebook as it is intended, individuals refrain 
from opting out of posts created by friends and these very posts may contain advertising 
material. As such, friends of a participant in Tryvertising are exposed to advertising, whether 
they like it or not. A users does of course have the ability to unsubscribe from such posts, but 
that defeats the purpose of using Facebook in the first place. 
As has been shown above, usage of social media such as Facebook can be positioned 
within Marxist theory as digital labour. The term hints at a disempowering feature of social 
media, where users simply enter into the capitalist program of consumption and seen in this 
perspective, tryvertising is a way for advertising to circumvent what little control users 
actually have over their experience and usage of social media. 
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Tryvertising Today 
Prior to going into the actual analysis and discussion sections of the project, a presentation 
of the tryvertising examples is required. These are not detailed descriptions of specific 
campaigns because it was considered that doing that sort of presentation would have made the 
project‟s scope into a less theoretical one. As it stands, the following lines can be seen as a 
presentation of the practice of tryvertising that will later be used as a springboard through 
which the different theoretical threads can be inter-related. 
Tryvertising is not necessarily a completely new concept in the advertising community but 
has rapidly developed with the advent of web 2.0 to be much more visible. As the internet of 
things is very broad and encompasses different layers and varying interests, it can come as not 
a big surprise the fact that tryvertising comes in different forms. The first one which will be 
briefly stressed here is the celebrity tryvertising, which represents the idea of a superstar 
endorsing a particular product usually at the guise of the marketers. An example of this are the 
YouTube celebrities that have the show Good Mythical Morning (GMM). Their show is 
sponsored by the marketers in exchange for them talking about particular products in their 
videos (Good Mythical Morning…, 2012). Secondly, there is a type of tryvertising that is 
created by the community of users without prompts from outside parties and, therefore, these 
are not so regulated. This is many times seen on websites such as Facebook and Instagram 
where users post opinions or pictures of different products they have previously consumed. 
The third form is regulated by marketers in collaboration with special platforms created for 
this type of communicative exchange. Consequently, due to the large traffic on these 
platforms and to the complicated empowerment dynamics between marketers and consumers, 
this type of tryvertising is at the center of the present study. Examples of such tryvertising 
platforms are Testr, Expo, SampleStore, Tester Tout, and others. 
There are some similarities between these types of platforms which are usually expressed 
through their set of rules. These rules provide significant insight into the empowerment of the 
consumers. For the purpose of explaining these rules, the first two examples mentioned before 
(Testr and Expo) are elaborated below. Although similar, these two also posses certain 
differences and that is why they were chosen. That being said, their characteristics also are the 
most prevalent on the tryvertising discourses. 
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EXPO 
EXPO is a consumer-oriented content sharing platform in which the users can submit 
video reviews of products they used, known as „Videopinions‟.  It is free to join the web 
community of EXPO and it also provides its members with unlimited access to share the 
specific video content about products and services. The members of the EXPO community 
have the access to try new products, share feedback with the companies and consumers and 
earn rewards. 
In order to secure unbiased participation, the members, among other terms, must agree to a 
set of Terms and Conditions. Among the things they accept is also the clauses that they are 
not biased by conflicts of interest and that the reviews are their true opinion. EXPO does not 
reject negative opinions and does not motivate the members to submit only positive reviews.  
The users who update their profiles most often, who answer questionnaires, and who are 
more active in the output they do, also are the likeliest to be chosen by EXPO to receive 
products for future review. The site features a „Most Wanted‟ section updated usually at the 
beginning of each month. EXPO and the partner companies give more points (and, therefore, 
incentives) for reviewing these products (EXPO, 2015). 
To be accepted for tryvertising a product, the users‟ profiles and likes first need to be 
screened. Afterwards, if their profiles are considered as appropriate for the company, then 
they are chosen ones for reviewing the products. Users are advised that the more information 
they provide on their profiles, the higher the likelihood they will be chosen. (Expo, 2015). 
TESTR 
Testr (Testr, 2015) formerly known as Freemarket, is a Danish company running a 
tryvertising platform. Based on a subscription model where users pay 79 kr./month. to be a 
part of the site and service, Testr offers participants to try out brands and products from all 
over the world. They name themselves a „Tryvertising community‟ out the create bridges 
between consumers and brands. They claim to ―Open up for dialog in a fun and unique way‖ 
(Translated by authors, Testr 2015). 
By submitting one's personal information on Testr, the platform creates a digital image of 
each user‟s personal traits. Afterwards, these are compared with the products each user 
chooses, and when a match is made a user receives a product to test. Testr is not clearly 
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explaining how they match participants and products, and apart from their wavy answers in 
the frequently asked questions (Testr, 2015), they also offer answering any questions via their 
contact e-mail. 
Testr also runs social media campaigns on different platforms in which users, who 
participate in the reviewing process, are obliged to share their pictures on social media (such 
as Instagram and Facebook) where they show mostly positive experience and attitude in 
regards to the product they tested. 
In comparison to Expo, Testr is not transparent with the way how the participants, who are 
engaged in the tryvertising process, are selected. This might come as a surprise since the users 
pay for membership, and one could believe that, due to the payment, they expect access to 
specific products. Keeping in mind that users‟ access to products is chosen by the platform 
mediators (or possibly, an algorithm), and also that users have no other option than to accept 
or to refuse a product they were given to tryvertise, makes the consumer empowerment seem 
limiting. 
Testr and Expo are just few examples of today‟s tryvertising practice where online users 
are highly engaged within doing the marketing work for the company. As mentioned before, 
each and every tryvertising platform is based mostly on the same grounds - to attract as many 
users as possible and keep the positive feedback about a product working. After this brief 
introduction of complementary examples, and with the theoretical framework established 
before, the project will now embark on a theoretical analysis. 
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Analysis 
 
Theoretical Analysis 
As stated previously in the theoretical section, by creating a parallel with the field of 
communication, also in tryvertising we can find different actors of power. t For the success of 
tryvertising, the required actors are: a producer, a product, a consumer and a platform. 
Therefore, the study of user empowerment necessitates a closer observation of the power 
dynamics existent within these different layers. 
Approaching this issue from a hermeneutic perspective on the main concepts (such as: 
participation, consumer, (prod)user, the new change in the existing platforms, brought by the 
apparition of web 2.0, has created a convergence of roles and positions. The tryvertising 
participant doubles as consumer and producer; the participation in tryvertising is shared by 
(prod)users and the companies (platforms) which create the rules of engagement. As stated by 
Dahl (1969), a linear causal model of power relations is insufficient for explaining some 
modern day practices. As argumented above, this can easily be extended to tryvertising in 
which the positions of producer and user become more and more blurry. 
However, only focusing on the power omits some other perspectives. From „a uses and 
gratification perspective‟ (Communication Theory, 2010), how big is the gain of companies in 
comparison to that of tryvertisers? The (prod)users gain certain access to the products, receive 
certain popularity from other platform users who are interested in the same product, but also 
(depending on how often they participate) they develop an altered online virtual identity (see 
section on Bauman below). Companies, on the other hand, gain revenue from this publicity. 
Instead of using public spaces for billboards and other such means, they use, as Fuchs and 
Carpentier consider it, „free labor‟ from the unwitting social media users who spend their free 
time on their respective platforms. Using Carpentier‟s concept that media organizations use 
and utilize people‟s participation can be put in the tryvertising context. 
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Carpentier and the Participation 
In the context of tryvertising, when participating, consumers contribute through sharing a 
story about a product. What is their contribution? Reaching out in their online community and 
replacing expensive marketing means, they create a solid substitute for the traditional ways a 
company advertise. But whether the discussion is about maximized or minimized 
participation, one thing is certain - control is constant. Following Carpentier‟s idea that the 
existence of professional control is one of the features in minimized participation, it is hard 
not to mention that even in the maximized form, the freedom of consumer is likely to be 
questioned. When talking about maximized participation, it is based not on its complete 
freedom, but on the balance between both freedom and control. The consumer is still confined 
when participating. What would happen if a participant‟s negative mention or post becomes 
viral? For the company this is the risk of setting freedom alone without any control, and the 
possible consequences of decreasing product success would influence the rating of the 
company as well. Hence, the most freedom one participant can get is the one interwoven with 
high level of control; as long as participant‟s role does not negatively affect rating of the 
product, tryvertising is seen always as a way for marketing departments to promote it as an 
interactive advertising tool where everybody‟s opinion is appreciated. 
Theoretical analysis of Carpentier‟s minimized and maximized forms of participation in 
online tryvertising can likely be seen from two-sided perspective: by looking at company and 
consumer‟s approach. Theoretically, maximized form enables participants to develop their 
generative power. They use it to “become part of the societal decision making processes‖ 
(Carpentier, 2011: 147). Becoming an active and productive part in online tryvertising, 
consumers seem to be presented as the content creators, the ones who hold one fragment of 
responsibility when it comes to promoting the product. By sharing reviews online, consumers 
likely feel that they are contributing to its rating and hence have an impact on potential buyers 
in the online community. This generative power depends on their starting objectives and final 
achievements in the participation process, which can differ individually and depend on the 
context in which tryvertising occurs. The more consumers affect online community members, 
the more their generative power increases, and consequently the users are getting more 
involved in the process. 
The maximized form of participation looks at consumers as the key links in this specific 
interactive online marketing. They are presented as the creators of the message; they use their 
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own personal virtual identities (social network profiles) in order to send the message, and in 
return they are rewarded for their participation. However, what about their resistant power and 
the way it is oriented? If the resistant power is seen as the ability to resist someone‟s 
generative power, that means that consumers have the ability to resist the power that comes 
from other key actors in tryvertising. Since the outer community and their members are seen 
as the objects to whom the message is sent, the only active remaining actor is the company 
(producer, or marketing department) who possess the generative power. Their power in this 
tryvertising context is mostly set in the official social media pages and profiles of the product. 
Above all, the company is the main actor who creates (controls) the rules of participation in 
tryvertising. Hence, the company‟s generative power overcomes the consumer‟s resistant 
power, which becomes nothing more than illusory feature. Moreover, as long as consumers 
follow the rules, keeping out of sharing negative content about a product, there is no need for 
the use of resistant power. 
On the other hand, can consumer‟s participation be considered as a minimized one, 
keeping in mind the level of interactivity online? In minimized forms, professional control is 
at its peak, which means the producers would not only monitor and control any kind of online 
activity regarding promotion of the product, but they would potentially also prohibit any post 
that could negatively influence the ratings. In reality, consumers are free to post their own 
review. Still, keeping in mind they are (will be) rewarded for their action, holds the moral 
obligation of respecting the company‟s rules and exclude reviews that would possibly harm 
the rating. If that occurs, the company can use its restrictive (negative) power in order to stop 
spreading the consumers‟ generative power, i.e. their freedom of participation and posting 
reviews without any constraints. 
Consequently, by respecting the company‟s rules, which are set in advance, consumers 
seem to serve the interests of the company, i.e. the product itself. If so, the product, that 
seemed to be the passive object round which reviews had been made, suddenly becomes the 
factor that limits consumer‟s participation. 
It can be considered from the discussion mentioned above that the power relations between 
marketer and (prod)user in online media are not necessarily explicit when the individuals are 
involved in the communicative processes. Another layer to this issue is the fact that on social 
media not everyone`s evaluation of a product will have the same reach and the influence on 
the online community and, therefore, the level of empowerment differs. It`s not important 
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what is said but who said it. ―What creates the power of words and slogans, a power capable 
of maintaining or subverting the social order, is the belief in the legitimacy of words and of 
those who utter them. And words alone cannot create this belief‖ (Bourdieu, 1991: 170). 
Consumers online cannot be seen as being empowered in general and by the companies 
themselves. The basis of their empowerment is likely to be found in the already built power 
online, created and developed in time through their online participation. 
 
Negotiated Power 
From Bauman‟s theoretical stance, the motivations behind partaking in tryvertising 
campaigns has got to do with the inherent trends of the consumer society, in which 
individuals strive to commodify themselves as “attractive products” and one of these ways is 
by endorsing a product on behalf of a company. In essence, tryvertising and other forms of 
product-related posts on social media can be as much identity creating, as it is an 
enhancement of social and symbolic capital. An example of this can be seen on the instant 
imaging program called Instagram, in which the hashtag (#) function works as a form of 
search function for specifics. By searching the hashtag #iphone, the astounding amount of 
related posts stands at a whooping 13,985,764 posts (and still counting),  many of them 
showing individuals taking photos using their iphones, or making their iphone the main 
subjects of their photo, or through the popular mirror selfie displaying both individual 
portraiture and the product itself. The point to take away from this is that the sheer amount of 
individuals placing the products in their online posts is indicative of a culture that abides by 
the trends inherent to the consumer culture in the information age. 
In the Instagram example, the product placement is largely voluntary, and not something 
constructed by a “tryvertising campaign”. In fact, despite no reciprocation from the company, 
individuals will still choose to endorse products on their social identities. Thus, the personal 
gain is of the individual is at a miniscule proportion compared to that of the massive voluntary 
advertisement gained by the corporations and marketers. Yet, the use of Instagram and 
tryvertising is perhaps indicative of a culture that is either, to a large extent, oblivious or 
totally compliant with contemporary trends, or a mix of the both. 
These different power dialectics that are taking place are happening on different levels. As 
stated in the section on participation, power and participation take place on the macro level 
44 
 
(company, platform) and the micro level (the actual reality of (prod)users). There exists also a 
meso-level of participation communication which is represented by exchange and adaptation 
of the rules between the companies and the users. Therefore, the meso-level can also be seen 
as a behind-the-scenes discussion between the two groups, a discussion in which power is 
negotiated. The more equal say both parties have in the managing of rules for the final 
product/platform, the more equally empowered they are. From this meso-level, theoretically, 
the role of the company and a consumer can be based on the similar level of power possessed. 
If not so, at least there exists an option where the power can actually be negotiated: which 
mean the use of power can be quite similar, but not the amount of power itself. 
 
Arnstein’s ladder 
Although Arnstein‟s work on participation is connected to his study of architectural 
planning, his insights in how participation works is valuable for the current study. The two 
extremes of this ladder are represented by non-participation (users are basically told what they 
are to do and their level of influence is minimal) and citizen power (in which the 
object/product is created through co-participation between the user and the company and there 
exists a level of „citizen control‟) (Arnstein, 1969). The middle ground between these two 
Arnstein calls tokenism and it can be described through a continuum from: informing to 
consultation and placation of the consumers through the asking of advice which constructs the 
impression of the consumers being heard (Ibid). 
The marketers and the users experience empowerment differently. For the marketers, the 
users‟ level of involvement/empowerment is planned beforehand. They are conscious that the 
users imbody largely a tokenism position. However, the users can consider their involvement 
with the product as being higher on Arnstein‟s levels of co-participation. The act of giving the 
users a voice and a platform through which they can be heard, can create positive 
reinforcement within the users. This can lead to partnership feeling  (described by Arnstein 
within the third and highest level - citizen power) between the users and the producers. This 
impression of openness or alignment can lessen possible tensions between the two actants 
and, therefore, heighten the buyability of the product(s) (Meehan, 2014). 
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The Marketer's Perspective 
As presented before, Mangold and Faulds (2009) identified some methods that companies 
can use to harness the consumer empowerment for their benefits or enhance the power 
consumers think they have. First of all, the scholarsMangold and Faulds (2009) suggest that 
companies provide their consumers networking platforms where they can shape and influence 
discussions between them. Tryvertising platforms provide the users with the chance of 
networking with others who have similar interests and desires. It is no coincidence that the 
companies characterize their networking members as community. In that way they succeed to 
bring together users with similar tastes or opinions for particular products. Within the 
platforms, the community members can interact with the producers, distributors and other 
consumers. Also, platforms (under the guise of the marketers) can facilitate the „match‟ 
between products and users through their subscription services. Their community activity 
seems to be based around the social media platforms they partake in. These practises are 
common in most kinds of tryvertising platforms both online and offline. 
Secondly, theyMangold and Faulds (2009) claim that, people are more engaged with 
companies and products when they can review and give feedback to them. Therefore, 
companies, in order to amplify customer engagement, need to use blogs and other social 
media tools (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Thereby, directly or indirectly, unsuspectingly or 
being aware of it, these users and their blogs are becoming the platforms that contribute to the 
amplification of customer engagement with the companies and the brands. In a way, 
companies cleverly manage to skip the ad blocking tools some users might employ in their 
use of social media, and the advertisement appears simply as a timeline post from a friend. 
The online users might simply perceive these posts as yet another social media update. These 
tactics can initiate conversation about the product through comments online or even in person 
with friends who saw the post and have some questions or comments to the „advocates‟ 
regarding the product or the brand. 
Furthermore, it is apparent that most tryvertising campaigns encourage their members with 
incentives (loyalty programs, points-based incentives or free products) to upload photos or 
videos of the product in use. The starting incentive is giving them the testing product for free. 
According to Mangold and Faulds (2009), making people see others using the products can be 
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proved entertaining (e.g. diet Coke and Mentos
1
) and can, therefore, communicate product 
benefits while engaging consumers. This method raises the probability of consumers to talk 
about products or services, both in social media and in person. Consequently, this entails 
additional feature the scholars suggest, namely, the use of both traditional and internet based 
promotional tools to engage customers (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). 
Finally, the scholars recommend companies to provide exclusivity and information 
(Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Tryvertising campaigns provide their members with products that 
are not in the markets yet. Tryvertisers perceive it as exclusivity, as they are some of the first 
who use these products before their market release. These platforms features „Videopinions‟, 
but also „how to‟ and „market research‟ videos. These practices enable tryvertisers to provide 
various information about a product (e.g how to use them, alternative ways of using them or 
where one can find the products) 
  
                                                          
1
 In 2006, a video appeared on YouTube featuring geysers made by dropping Mentos mints into bottles of diet 
Coke. The clip became a major hit and Coca-Cola took advantage of it by distributing it across different content 
communities. It resulted with a measurable sales uplift by simply using this high impact and low cost media 
coverage (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 
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Discussion 
As it is apparent from the above pages, there is a stark contrast between the interests and 
realities of the different actors within the sphere of online Tryvertising. The above analysis 
introduced just some of the stances that could deal with the issue of consumers online and 
their empowerment in comparison to the role of companies. 
The marketing industry has some clear cut goals and strategies to reach these goals, that 
work within the assumption that the market has the guiding power (Pires et al., 2006 and 
Mangold & Faulds, 2009). On the other hand, critical thinkers such as Fuchs (2015) and 
Carpentier (2011) argue that 1) the paradigm which the marketing industry works within is 
responsible for repressive labour conditions and upholding criticizable fiscal systems and 2) 
the specific idea of empowerment, that is an overarching and recurring promise and premise 
in the promotion strategies of tryvertising, seems nothing more than offering different choices 
of consumption. 
Addressing the „worrying‟ developments within „consumer empowerment‟ that Pires et al. 
(2006) highlight in their article, it becomes apparent that their stance is well grounded within 
the world of capitalism. While maintaining a critical perspective on consumer empowerment, 
Pires et al. keep their focus on the marketing logistics and benefits of user empowerment. 
They consider that the empowerment of the users is a byproduct of the evolution of marketing 
from an industrialized to a consumption based society. As they themselves write: ‗In the web-
based economy, consumer empowerment can be enabled by technology but, more importantly, 
it is being unwittingly delegated to consumers through business strategy‘ (Pires et al., 2006: 
943). Concomitantly, in the article, it is considered that the scope of the empowerment 
depends on the accessibility of information about the product and, likewise, the accessibility 
of the product itself (Pires et al., 2006: 939). Therefore, an argument can be made that due to 
the plurality of channels and choices available to user within web 2.0, they are not necessarily 
as susceptible to the company discourses on the products as Pires et al. would consider them. 
Most times, individuals open multiple search engines, use different platforms and look up 
good and bad reviews before buying a product online or in a  physical store. The degree of 
information differs from user to user, but this information comes not only through the 
marketing platforms but also through alternative platforms that do not particularly have the 
interests of the marketers at heart. As such, the tryvertising output of the consumers is not 
necessarily wholly a byproduct of those discourses. 
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Likewise, within Pires et al.‟s argumentation, the idea that people can choose not to be 
consumers and not to fuel the economy is left out. As such, consumer empowerment is 
reduced to the power of choice - this seems to be the marketing perspective. Now, tryvertising 
is not only about buying a specific product, it is also about testing and expressing opinion 
(that can be negative). As shown with the examples of Expo and Testr (but also applicable to 
other examples such as SampleStore, Tester Tout, etc), the platforms regulate these practices 
through rules. Among these, some of the most significant ones are those through which 
specific users are chosen to review products that, based on their profiles, they would 
preferably like. 
Therefore, it can be considered that these platforms do not present the users with as much 
empowerment as other platforms that do not regulate user activity in such ways. An example 
of this can be seen on Facebook or Youtube (among others) posts and videos, about different 
products the users have used. These posts are unprompted by any other party and, likewise, 
unstructured and unregulated. The difference with these examples of „casual‟ tryvertising in 
comparison with the others discussed previously, is the fact that, within Facebook and 
Youtube, „tryvertising‟ posts are not the only type of content, and therefore not as exclusive. 
Or, in other words, ‗controlled delegation, involving clarification of the mandate, expected 
performance, and enablement‘ (Pires et al., 2006: 939) of user activity is not as structured or 
regulated on platforms in which the marketer‟s interests are not considered essential. 
From previous section it follows that consumer empowerment is understood differently by 
users in comparison with the marketers and their tryvertising discourses. Within the paradigm 
of capitalism and thus the marketing industry, consumer empowerment is sought to be „kept 
in check‟, so that productivity and sellability can be calculated and increased. Fuchs (2015) 
addresses this fact and even though his critique is based on a completely different approach to 
understanding society, economy and politics, this basis can be seen as an academic approach 
to raising awareness about inequality on a global level. This is central because this inequality 
is kept afloat by everyday use of social media (as it exists as a part of a capitalist system), and, 
feasibly, especially through participation in tryvertising marketing. Nonetheless, it is a 
somewhat pessimistic approach to participation and in an effort to counter this perspective 
constructively a different take on empowerment and participation might prove useful. 
One of the issues with empowerment (discussed previously also in the „Conceptualizing 
„Participation‟ in Communication Discourses‟ subsection) is that it is a malleable concept, 
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that can be seen through differing lenses depending on dynamics between the actors involved, 
the actions undertaken, time and spatial location, but also other factors. Consequently, 
considering user empowerment on tryvertising platforms as existent, albeit in a controlled-by-
the-marketers form, it can be regarded as mostly true (although not to an absolute extent), but, 
in the larger sphere of customer participation (and unregulated tryvertising), not necessarily 
applicable. 
A more positive perspective, in comparison with that of Fuch, is that offered by Henry 
Jenkins in his seminal work Convergence Culture (2008). His observations regarding online 
participation draw a picture of an ecology of convergence in which participants are 
empowered through the many new online platforms available. He considers the fact that 
consumers have access to an incredibly wide array of content, on a wide variety of platforms, 
through a broad selection of devices, as an empowering reality because the users have the 
ability and tools to participate. 
The Marxist approach would counter this optimism by noting that the main points of 
access (platforms and devices) are operated by a handful of large companies and this fact 
makes the current ecology unhealthy. When the complete chain of production to consumption 
is fueled, for instance, by poor working conditions in the 3rd world countries and digital 
labour in the 1st world countries, then the means of this empowerment through information is 
unhealthy and needs reworking. Or, in Fuchs‟ words: 
―The digital tools that we use for writing, reading, communicating, uploading, 
browsing, collaborating, chatting, befriending or liking are embedded into a 
world of exploitation. Yet most of us cannot and do not want to imagine a world 
without digital media. So the alternative is not digital Luddism, but political 
praxis‖ 
(Fuchs, 2015: 246). 
Obviously, Fuchs is not in favor of abolishing digital technology and everything that 
comes with it, but rather he advocates a change within the systems. His critique spans well 
beyond the internet, but on that specific topic the core of the problems are those few 
extremely powerful corporations (“Google, Baidu, Sina/Weibo, Twitter, Tencent, Facebook 
and Renren”) (Fuchs, 2015: 309). 
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In the discussion about the dispensation from these media giants, Fuchs‟ and Jenkins‟ 
different theoretical perspectives can intersect. Fuchs considers the users „as workers‟, uniting 
and transcending the class-struggle. Jenkins, however, believes in the role of empowered 
participants, although through a liberated Internet that is freed from capitalist corporations. 
One can consider that actually this has been already taking place to a certain extent. The 
internet has been evolving exponentially for the last couple of decades. Within this evolution, 
restructurings and convergences of different mediums have been abundant. The Social Media 
phenomenon has shortened the distance between users and marketers and, now, Tryvertising 
(as well as other online practices) also adds to this by lowering the space between the actual 
product and the consumer. However, the „grassroot Internet‟ is existent but, as Carpentier 
would describe, it is represented within alternative media (a third eye) and, due to that, does 
not necessarily benefit from as much visibility. 
Online tryvertising marketing trends can be seen as one of the concrete utilizations of these 
practices where there is a unification that ―cleverly combine capital-intensive, profit-oriented 
industrial production with labor-intensive, non-profit-oriented peer production‖ (Ibid: 856). 
From a marketing perspective, a discourse is created where participation online is seen as the 
process of influential production; where the marketing actors themselves are presented not as 
the „big brother‟ of advertising machinery who is controlling the very process of participation, 
but as facilitators who manage online users to spread messages about the products they use in 
a way so they can be heard easily when they reach to the outer community. A discourse where 
the question of ―moral economy2‖ is far away from being mentioned, since the user-generated 
content is presented only as content and not as a basis for new marketing revenues. As long as 
consumers‟ marginalized interests are presented as the core of the online tryvertising activity 
just in order to fit the current business model, commercialization of online private sphere and 
user-generated content will continue to occur in the contemporary consumer society. 
Carpentier‟s perspective on this is that, as long as the producer‟s restrictive power is larger 
than the consumer‟s generative one, the role of participating in tryvertising as an active 
contributor to the product will be seen only as ostensible one. 
It can be considered that managing the whole customer experience adds a level of 
artificiality to the tryvertising experience. But it can be seen as mostly undoubted that, 
                                                          
2
 ―The idea of a moral economy comes from E. P. Thompson (1971), who used the term to describe the social 
norms and mutual understandings‖ (Jenkins, H., 2013: 52). 
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through constructing a user experience which is accounted for as much as possible by the 
marketer, the tryvertisers are not wholly empowered to express their unaltered opinions. This 
is because the marketers, through the shaping of the experience, lower the risk of user 
responses not being positive, but also lower the naturalness of the communicative exchange. 
Yet, however fast the internet is evolving, systemic changes do not occur from one day to 
another, and especially not in a system as completely and thoroughly encompassing as the 
capitalism one. As such, marketing plots for attracting possible consumers into Tryvertising 
can be seen as being set on a separate evolutionary course than the web 2.0. Although the two 
are integrated and Tryvertising benefices greatly from web developments, Social Media 
Tryvertising has especially come into popularity due to evolutions on the Internet. 
Nonetheless, one can consider that Tryvertising follows the trends of online media 
developments and news. The level of empowerment between the marketers and the users 
needs to be seen as a continuum in which a constant give and take is happening. How much 
ability to shape this exchange the users are given resonates with how much empowerment 
they have. Within this dynamic, the idea of convergence culture resonates well with how 
tryvertising has evolved to span many different online platforms and allow users to engage 
with these. The role of the marketers has taken a back stage to that of the consumers who are 
now also users and producers and, as such, hold the power of the communicative exchange, 
even if in a controlled form of empowerment. 
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Conclusion 
Considering the myriad of different theoretical perspectives regarding consumer 
empowerment in the scenario of tryvertising, the analysis and the discussion points towards a 
range of conclusive findings. This section will thus provide an insight into the results and 
subsequently evaluate the implications of these given conclusions. 
One central observation is that due to the fact that tryvertising platforms (as seen from the 
examples of Testr and Expo) give users only access to controlled (regulated) empowerment, it 
can be considered that these platforms are less „democratic‟ than other more „spontaneous‟ 
forms of tryvertising (i.e. Intagram postings that are unprompted by marketers). These latter 
ones are more free to diverge from marketers‟ interests. The level of consumer empowerment 
and marketing control on any tryvertising platform varies depending on different 
characteristics that pertain to the to the dialectics of (prod)user, marketer and platform. One of 
these is the way users are informed about how they can be exposed to tryvertising. Easy 
accessibility to information and products is necessary, but also a level of consumer 
involvement with the product. 
Another point to mention here is the fact that depending to the type of platform, 
tryvertising can be more (i.e. Expo) or less regulated (i.e. Youtube). This shift can be seen as 
a continuum from „controlled‟ to „unregulated‟ tryvertising. It cannot be said at any point that 
any platform exercises complete controlling or un-regulation practices over its consumers. 
There exists a degree of artificiality in the way marketing structures the tryvertising 
experience. Through many rules that are posed, the users‟ liberties with the material is 
lowered. This leads to not as much naturalness in the communicative activity and also less 
empowerment on the side of the tryvertiser. Still, the actual user activity can come from a 
knowledge empowered position, in which the marketing discourses do not take precedence 
before other alternative discourses. The individual users‟ level of information on a particular 
product differs and is hard to pin down (web 2.0 - multiple accessibility points to similar 
products and information on them). Tryvertising is one instance of a wide variety of practices 
on social media that generate value for the platforms. It is an expression of a tendency in 
which individuals are reduced to value-generating parts of an economical system (according 
to a marxist perspective). 
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Subsequently, different views can be taken on the problem of user‟s participation. One of 
them is the positive one: nowadays, users have more power than ever in influencing the 
products, but also they are given an opportunity to choose a way how they wish to promote. 
The other view is that users fall into the plays of the marketers who expertly construct 
tryvertising campaigns so as to cheaply and easily influence them to consume (and promote) 
their products. Either way one looks at this, the gain of the users is proportionally inverse to 
that of the marketers. The higher the success of the publicity made by the tryvertiser for the 
brand, the smaller the user‟s actual gain in comparison with that of the company. 
From the above, it can be concluded that consumer empowerment in tryvertising on social 
media is of an ambiguous nature where its‟ apparent existence and magnitude is questionable 
depending on which lense one decides to put on. The given theoretical contributions do not 
necessarily point towards one unequivocal definition, but rather describe some of the both 
implicit and explicit forces of power at play in a given tryvertising scenario. 
More importantly, these results are indicative of a reality in which the unwitting citizen 
ought to be informed of the ramifications when engaging in tryvertising and social media 
activity. Social media Tryvertising is but one of many new strategies that are emerging into 
our ever more connected realities, fuelled and catalyzed by the incessant use of ICT‟s. The 
ubiquity of connectivity now pervades everything from our infrastructure to the very paths 
that individuals walk, and it is exactly this reality that demands more academic study. This 
project has thus contributed by starting a debate on the concept of tryvertising with a 
theoretical exploration that paints a picture of its contemporary and incontrovertible 
relevance. One should also keep in mind that this project opens a discussion on this issue, and 
from the academical point of view, it can be seen as a theoretical tool for „reading‟ the story 
about empowerment, social media, advertising, media participation and all of that blended 
together. The conclusive results of this report are indicative of a lack of studies in the field of 
Tryvertising. Consequently, the project can be viewed as an incentive to encourage further 
exploration of the field of Tryvertising. Finally, it can serve to provide valuable 
communicative and marketing insight between the different dialectics of consumers-marketers 
and the platform that they are utilizing. 
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